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between cognitive diversity and demographic diversity, demographic measures alone do not 

account for other human characteristics, experiences, and thought processes that are 

representative of cognitive diversity.   

In his book, The Difference: How the Power of Diversity Creates Better Groups, Firms, 

Schools, and Societies, Scott E. Page provides a detailed framework that may assist in capturing 

the complexity associated with measuring cognitive diversity.  Basically, Page compares 

cognitive characteristics and experiences to tools in a toolbox.45  A complete toolbox “consists of 

all possible knowledge, skills, abilities, heuristics, interpretations, and perspectives that [any one] 

person might acquire.”46  An individual’s toolbox consists only of what that person has acquired 

to date.47  Though an ideal framework looks at every possible “tool” an individual may obtain, 

this may be an unrealistic place to start given the sheer number of “tools” that could exist.  

Instead, an organization may tailor this framework into a scalable format that designs the toolbox 

to contain specific, desired capabilities and characteristics that could maximize productivity.  

Because an organization may not view every skill or ability with the same value depending on 

performance goals, it may choose to prioritize essential “tools” first as it continues to develop a 

detailed and comprehensive toolkit.  For example, a person’s ability to sing may not have the 

same importance to the organization as an individual’s ability to perform mathematics.  

Identifying the “tools” in each person’s toolkit takes considerable resources, but with this 

framework, a measure of cognitive diversity can take shape within an organization.  

After developing a comprehensive framework that identifies skills, perspectives, and 

capabilities, an organization can measure cognitive diversity on multiple levels.  Using this 

“toolbox” framework, organizations can associate a set of cognitive skills unique to each 

employee or a particular sub-section of the organization.  Nonetheless, some may contend that 
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this process is unnecessary in that cognitive diversity inherently already exists in any particular 

group.  However, if an organization is to leverage cognitive diversity to its advantage, it must 

determine what characteristics it requires, how much diversity exists among these attributes, and 

how this measure correlates with the organization’s performance.  The toolbox framework offers 

the capability to analyze similarities and differences between these cognitive skills in order to 

provide these answers.48   

Determining a list of detailed and specific characteristics an organization requires (or 

desires) to achieve optimal performance is the first and greatest challenge in measuring cognitive 

diversity.   Furthermore, these traits should contribute a unique value not common to a majority 

of people and be capable of enhancing performance.  For example, Page notes that some skills, 

such as addition and subtraction, are widely held and offer little gain towards diversity.49  

However, a unique skill, like the ability to comprehend compound interest, potentially 

demonstrates a significant cognitive difference that may prove helpful.50  Likewise, using an 

individual’s Meyers-Briggs type indicator (as it pertains to differences in cognitive perception) 

as a particular “tool” can give insight into cognitive diversity levels.  In a multi-tiered 

organization such as the U.S. Air Force, this “toolbox” framework allows units at all levels to 

develop tailored measures for cognitive diversity and identify potential areas that require 

balance.  Furthermore, Page offers three additional detailed methods for analyzing cognitive 

diversity among people that go beyond the scope of this paper; however, these methods highlight 

the science and methodology to measuring and assessing cognitive diversity beyond just 

demographic data.51  Ultimately, using this “toolbox” framework provides data points with 

which to correlate trends in organization performance.  However, this is only one part of 
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assessing whether or not the appropriate level of diversity exists for an organization to maximize 

its potential.   

Obtaining a balance in cognitive diversity has no value if the environment is not 

inclusive.  The ability to assess inclusiveness allows leaders to capitalize on the benefits of 

cognitive diversity.  As discussions on the importance of diversity grew at the turn of the 

century, inclusiveness became the next “philosophical evolution” that workplaces had to 

address.52  Thus, the Inclusion Index TM emerged from the United Kingdom as an early attempt 

to assess workplace inclusion.  This index utilizes a ten-dimension framework based on the 

following factors:  senior managers, immediate managers, values, recruitment, 

promotion/progression & development, fitting in, bullying/harassment, dialogue, organizational 

belonging, and emotional well-being.53  A subsequent study shows that this index is successful in 

its intent to provide insight into what might inhibit inclusion in an organization and where to 

direct efforts in order to improve inclusivity.54  Additionally, the United States Government 

utilizes a similar assessment tool called the New Inclusion Quotient (New IQ), which is derived 

from Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey (FEVS) data.  As a whole, the FEVS 

“provide[s]valuable insight into challenges agency leaders face in ensuring the Federal 

Government has an effective civilian workforce and how well they are responding.”55  The New 

IQ index combines numerous factors to assess five “habits” of inclusion:  fairness, openness, 

cooperation, support, and empowerment.56  This assessment is then used to affect change within 

an organization aimed at creating a more inclusive environment.   

Given the information above, it may come as a surprise that the U.S. Air Force does not 

currently have a method to measure cognitive diversity and inclusion.  While the Air Force does 

measure demographic diversity, it does not provide insight on how these numbers relate to 
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cognitive diversity or correlate to mission effectiveness.  Indeed, it would be quite difficult to 

assess these factors for the Air Force as a whole.  Rather, it would prove more beneficial to 

evaluate these factors at lower levels based on the particular mission of a given unit.  To this end, 

the opportunity exists to adopt a framework as discussed above for measuring cognitive diversity 

and assessing inclusion that is scalable to any given unit or community.  Without such a 

framework and a pool of resources to adequately address this complex issue, the preponderance 

of Air Force members may continue to perceive diversity only in terms of demographics and 

thereby fail to achieve its desire for inclusive diversity of thought.  Air Force senior leaders 

recognize that cognitive diversity and inclusion are necessary for mission success.  The question 

now becomes:  exactly how can the Air Force posture its units to achieve an environment that 

successfully balances and leverages cognitive diversity through inclusion? 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS  

 To effectively leverage cognitive diversity through inclusion, the U.S. Air Force must 

refocus its diversity policy towards intellectual and cognitive based programs, adopt a method to 

assess inclusion, and educate leaders at all levels on how to manage a diverse environment.   The 

first step towards these ends requires updating policy and instructions on diversity and inclusion.  

Air Force Policy Document (AFPD) 36-70 and AFI 36-7001 were last updated in 2010 and 2012 

respectively.  The Air Force should update both to include HAF/A1V’s enhanced definition of 

inclusion and how it relates to diversity.  Additionally, both should contain discussion on how 

demographic diversity and cognitive diversity are linked while emphasizing that the ultimate 

goal of Air Force diversity and inclusion initiatives are to promote an environment where all 

members can maximize their contributions.  These changes may not only help clarify the Air 
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Force’s position on diversity but also provide the basis for training that can dispel inaccurate 

perceptions of what diversity initiatives seek to achieve.  Furthermore, Air Force policy should 

dictate the use of the “toolbox” method to measure cognitive diversity as described earlier and 

specify how to correlate these measures with organizational performance.  Finally, Air Force 

policy and instruction should prescribe a method to assess inclusion similar to the New IQ index 

in the FEVS but tailored to fit the Air Force environment.  These policy changes will not only 

help to clarify the intent of Air Force diversity and inclusion initiatives but also provide a 

detailed framework for leveraging cognitive diversity.  Still, the challenge remains as to how the 

Air Force should implement these changes. 

 While updating and developing policy is a tedious process that requires considerable 

attention, implementation of policy can be even more complex and arduous.  For example, if the 

Air Force adopts the “toolbox” method to measure cognitive diversity, it will need to identify 

what cognitive skills and traits it desires in order to maximize mission effectiveness and 

performance.  As mentioned, the intent is not only to assess cognitive diversity across the entire 

Air Force, but to provide a comprehensive list of “tools” for unit-level leaders to consider when 

building their own “toolboxes” to measure cognitive diversity and correlate it with unit 

performance.  To identify these traits, the Air Force may consider partnering career field 

specialists with behavior experts to determine the cognitive skillsets applicable to leadership in 

general and those specific to a particular mission set.  Aside from identifying the traits for 

measurement, there must be some means of assessing these traits in individuals.  Some tools, 

such as the aforementioned Meyers-Briggs type indicator (MBTI) test, already exists and are 

available for use.  However, the Air Force must formalize the use of such assessments and 

develop new surveys to assess the cognitive traits of individuals.  In order to capture individual 
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results from these surveys and make them readily available for commanders, the Air Force 

should include these results on the individual’s Single Uniform Request Format (SURF) 

document in the same way that it captures demographics.  Furthermore, just as the Air Force 

policy and instruction require periodic updates, the desired cognitive skillsets will require 

periodic review as the Air Force mission evolves.  With a foundation for capturing and 

measuring cognitive diversity, the Air Force can then focus on ways to ensure that these 

capabilities are properly leveraged by assessing inclusion. 

 In order to assess inclusion, the Air Force should build from proven government surveys 

to develop a tool capable of providing leaders the insights necessary to affect change within a 

unit.  The subset of the Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey that produces the New IQ index 

provides an optimal starting point for this effort.  Currently, the survey focuses only on 

government civilian working environments whereas an Air Force solution must include factors 

for both civilian and military members.57  To supplement the survey and assist commanders with 

affecting change, the Air Force should make provisions for trained diversity and inclusion 

specialists to provide in-depth evaluations and actionable recommendations on how to make the 

work environment more inclusive.  In the end, the information these resources provide will allow 

commanders at all levels to take steps toward effectively leveraging the collective diversity 

capital within their organizations.  Still, the Air Force must go beyond merely providing these 

resources. 

  In addition to providing commanders the resources for measuring cognitive diversity and 

assessing inclusion, the Air Force must also provide formal training to ensure that leaders 

understand the available resources and use them appropriately.  It is important that the Air Force 

extend these resources and training to leaders at all levels since units have varying missions and 
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often require different capabilities.  As part of this training, leaders should receive an 

understanding of Air Force diversity and inclusion initiatives to include discussion on the 

relationship between demographic and cognitive diversity.  Additionally, training should address 

how the Air Force measures cognitive diversity in order to leverage its benefits and how to use 

assessment resources to drive organizational change.  Specifically, training should cover how 

commanders can use existing intellectual platforms and resources to expand the cognitive 

toolkits of the individuals in their units and address issues with unit cohesion.  Lastly, training 

must address how commanders can strategically communicate the importance of cognitive 

diversity and inclusion such that all members integrate this awareness into their day-to-day 

interactions.  Ultimately, providing this training to leaders across the Air Force is part of 

transforming diversity and inclusion from a strategic concept into operational action. 

 In fact, the overall goal of all of the recommendations discussed above is to 

“operationalize” diversity and inclusion.58  Operationalizing diversity and inclusions means 

preparing leaders to actively manage diverse environments and ensure that they can address the 

tensions and barriers that may inhibit inclusivity.  To successfully operationalize the concepts 

discussed in this paper, the Air Force must establish dedicated resources and personnel to 

develop, manage, and facilitate these initiatives.  In recognition of this need, HAF/A1V has 

proposed creating a “Diversity and Inclusion Center of Excellence” (D&I COE) that would be 

responsible for “coordinating [with] units at multiple levels and providing requisite 

education/training and development for Air Force leaders at each level.”59  As part of HAF/A1’s  

Diversity and Inclusion Division, this organization could also help determine talent shortfalls and 

focus recruiting and outreach programs to bolster the force where it is needed.  For example, 

geographic location is currently a significant driver for many of the Air Force’s outreach 
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programs.60  This type of “stovepiped” recruiting limits the Air Force’s ability to attract talent for 

total force accessions.61  The D&I COE would provide evaluation and analysis of outreach 

programs to account for all lenses of diversity so that the Air Force may make “data-informed” 

decisions regarding recruiting and retention.62  Furthermore, the D&I COE would provide a 

centralized office to manage inclusion assessments and develop the requisite training and 

education to assist commanders with putting inclusion initiatives into practice.  In doing so, a 

D&I COE can shape the current force and provide dedicated focus on building and maintaining a 

cognitively diverse future force capable of enhanced mission performance.   

   

CONCLUSION 

Arguably, the United States Air Force leads the Department of Defense when it comes to 

emphasizing the importance of diversity and inclusion.  However, misperceptions abound 

regarding what exactly the Air Force is seeking with diversity and inclusion initiatives.  This 

confusion is due in part to the fact that, in spite of Air Force leaders’ emphasis on “diversity of 

thought,” much of Air Force policy concentrates on demographic diversity without providing a 

clear picture of how it relates to cognitive diversity.  Additionally, Air Force policy and 

instruction lack an emphasis on the role inclusion plays in leveraging diversity capital into 

enhanced performance.  To create a culture that successfully balances and leverages cognitive 

diversity through inclusion, the Air Force must establish dedicated resources to explore and 

develop cognitive-centric programs and measures, create tools to assess inclusiveness, and 

educate leaders on managing diverse environments.  To that end, this paper discussed the 

definitions of diversity and inclusion and how demographic diversity and cognitive diversity are 

related.  Next, it addressed the advantages and disadvantages of diversity and the importance of 
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seeking balance in order to maximize inclusiveness.  Then, it examined how the Air Force 

currently measures and assesses diversity and inclusion and whether or not current Air Force 

policy and data-recording supports leveraging cognitive diversity.  Finally, it provided 

recommendations for improving policy and resources to refocus Air Force diversity efforts, 

developing inclusion assessments tools for leadership at all levels, and educating leaders on 

effectively managing and cultivating an environment of inclusiveness.  With these 

recommendations, the United States Air Force can move closer towards its vision of becoming 

the world’s greatest Air Force, powered by diverse talent and fueled by innovation resulting from 

a highly inclusive environment. 
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